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 founded within the Empire and aiming at replacing it. The
Sultan of Rum, ultimately established his capital at Nicaea,
only 120 miles from Constantinople. The Empire held only
the coast line and a small area of the mainland east of Con-
stantinople. It had lost provinces from which some of its
best fighting men were recruited, and in consequence it never
again was more than a shadow of what it had been in the
great days of Basil II. Its European provinces were fast
dwindling, too. In the same year as Manzikert, the Normans
took Bari, and the Empire was deprived of its last foothold
in Italy. In the Balkans, Croats, Serbs, and Bulgars rose to
gain independence, and there were raids of Hungarians,
Patzinaks, and others over the northern frontiers. The
vultures seemed to be swooping down upon the dying body.
For dissolution seemed to be the fate of the Empire. At
Constantinople all was confusion, and even the crisis did not
put an end to the intrigues that had so long prevailed.
Michael VII became actual ruler on the downfall of his
stepfather in 1071 and reigned miserably for seven years,
after which he was deposed in favour of a military leader,
Nicephorus Botaniates, who was no better able to cope with
the situation. During these years the family of the Comneni
had been steadily pushing to the front, thanks to the ambition
of Anna Dalassena, sister-in-law to the Emperor Isaac
Comnenus. She played a normal part in the intrigues of the
time, seeking to rival the position of the house of Ducas.
But her third son, Alexius, had a cooler head and wisdom that
was to make him the saviour of the tottering Empire. He
allied himself with the Ducas family and married Irene, great
niece of the Emperor Constantine X. The union of the two
imperial houses proved irresistible against the usurper
Nicephorus. In 1081 he was deposed and Alexius Comnenus
proclaimed Emperor in his place.
Alexius I, who is represented to us as a model of all the
kingly virtues in the Alexiad written by his daughter Anna
Comnena, was through his achievements not unworthy of an
epic biography. There was in him something of the pious
Aeneas, more of the wily Odysseus ; at any rate he possessed
the two qualities most necessary for the crisis—military
capacity and diplomatic astuteness. At first he had to rely
on the latter, for the military organisation was in a shocking

